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Chapter One

 


 


 


 


Grace McAllister glanced around the crowded
room. She knew she looked the perfect grieving daughter dressed in
a conservative black dress and black pumps. Her long brown hair was
pulled back into a sleek bun. She was grieving, but this wasn’t the
way she wanted to be doing it. Her mother, Abigail McAllister, had
been very popular in this small town. She had run many committees
and her hand had been involved in all that had gone on, from making
sure the downtrodden had food on their pantry shelves to helping
people perfect their resumes in looking for a job.

Abigail had been the epitome of what a small
town should be—people helping others and taking care of their own.
Although Grace had agreed with everything Abigail had stood for,
she couldn’t help but shake her head that there was more to life
than this. She wanted more.

Grace sat straight backed, hands folded in
her lap, her eyes downcast as the minister droned on and on about
her mother’s attributes. Grace felt grateful for the life she had
known growing up. They hadn’t lacked anything, and Grace had
opportunities that most kids just didn’t get unless they were of
the wealthy class. She cringed. She hated that people still
associated her with wealth. She had wanted to do more and had
insisted that Abigail not give her anything else but allow her to
live on her own. Grace had completed her degree in elementary
education and loved her job as a second grade teacher. She made a
decent living and loved her one bedroom apartment, which paled in
comparison to her childhood home.

The last song started and Grace stood with
the rest of the congregation paying their respects. She pasted on
her smile saved for these occasions and greeted the townspeople
coming through saying condolences. She nodded and smiled. Her
cheeks ached and Grace wished more than anything she could head
home and slip into a hot bath. Her feet were killing her. She
wanted to kick off the dreaded shoes and go barefoot. Abigail would
understand; she knew Grace’s preference for bare feet that had
followed her through childhood into her adult life

She hesitated a brief moment as a man
standing a few people back made eye contact with her. He wore a
leather jacket and jeans. His dark chocolate eyes pulled her
attention to him. She cleared her throat and glanced back at her
mom’s elderly neighbor, trying to focus on what she was saying.

“Thank you, Mrs. Smythe, for coming. I
know you will miss Mom.”

Grace smiled and nodded through one more
person before the handsome man in leather stood before her. His
grip on her hand warmed her to the core, heat flooded her face.

“I’m sorry for your loss.” His deep
voice, kept low just for her ears, flamed the fire starting within
her.

“How did you know my mother?” Grace
tried to slide her hand out of his, but he kept his
grip.

“I, personally, haven’t seen her in
years. But I’m here out of respect for my parents, who knew her.”
He smiled and squeezed her hand before letting go.

“Wait.” Grace reached out, laying her
hand on his arm. “Who are your parents?”

He patted her hand. “I’m not sure you would
know them.” Before she could respond, he had moved out towards the
door. Grace inwardly groaned in frustration. She didn’t know who he
was or who his parents were.

She continued, nodding, making the
appropriate comments as the line moved on. She sat down as everyone
left the church and headed next door to the fellowship hall for
some food. The town’s Women’s Auxiliary had prepared a feast in
honor of Abigail, who would have normally been the one in charge of
these types of deals. Grace sighed. She just wanted to go home and
put this all behind her.

“Are you hanging in there,
Gracie?”

Grace glanced up and saw Reverend Sawyer.
“Yes, sir. Thank you. You did a beautiful job today. Mom would have
been so pleased.”

“Everyone loved her and will miss her
greatly.” Reverend Sawyer held out his hand to her. “Don’t you
think you should go next door and mingle with those who are here
for you?”

“Of course.” Grace stood and smoothed
her wrinkleless dress into place. “Thank you again.”

Grace screamed internally. She still
was made to feel two years old, being told what to do. My God, she
was a grown woman of twenty-five! Couldn’t she decide if she wanted
to mingle with people or just go home? She could hear her Mom
now. Gracie, shoulders back. Never let
people see you’re upset. Be strong and do the right thing.
She was so tired of doing the right thing.

Entering the fellowship hall, she found
fewer people had stayed than she feared. Finding a clear path to
the coffee, she made her way there. It was slow progress, as people
stopped her, sharing stories of her mother. Finally, reaching the
coffee, she reached for a cup. Her hand stilled when she heard the
voices. “She’ll be just fine. She’s a good girl. Never was in a bit
of trouble.”

Grace poured her coffee and held it as she
closed her eyes. Always the good girl. God, she hated that
phrase.

“Going to sleep?” The familiar deep
voice brought her eyes open wide as she turned towards
him.

“No. But it would be nice if I knew
who you were.”

“My apologies. I guess I forgot to
introduce myself. Xander.”

“Xander…?” Grace waited.

“Just Xander.”

Keeping her face neutral, Grace glanced up
and down, taking in his appearance. “I’m glad you came. Although it
might have been a bit more appropriate to dress in something other
than a leather jacket and jeans.” Grace bit her bottom lip. Her
mother would have killed her for sounding like such a snob.

Xander’s deep laughter brought a smile to
her lips. “It probably would have and I apologize for my
appearance. See, I just got into town this morning, just moments
before the service started. It was either go change and be late for
the service, or show up on time like this. I felt this was the
lesser of the two inappropriate behaviors.”

“A man who is on time. That is
definitely a positive attribute to have.”

Xander placed his hand under her elbow and
led her to a quiet corner. “I have a feeling you would rather be
somewhere else.”

Grace looked around the room. This was her
hometown, her family in every sense. These people had watched her
grow up, had supported her through tough teenage times—like when
her dad died—or shared her victories, like when she graduated high
school and college. How could she resent being here? She turned
towards Xander. “What makes you say that?”

Xander sipped his coffee, keeping eye
contact. “A hunch. I think the ‘good girl’ may not want to play
that part right now.”

“Play a part? What are you talking
about?” Grace pondered his words. He was right. She wanted to do
something spontaneous and forget who she really was—whoever that
may be.

“I can see it in your eyes, beautiful
eyes by the way. You want to shrink away from these people and be
anywhere but here. Can’t say I blame you. Funerals give me the
creeps. I would prefer to pay my respects to someone I love in a
way that they know would be unique for only me.”

“Kind of hard to do that when you’re
held to a higher expectation by everyone around you.”

Xander nodded. “Screw expectations. They
always fall short, anyway.”

She tried to stop it, but the giggling
bubbled up inside of her and escaped. Grace covered her mouth with
her hand. Gaining control, she glanced at Xander. Amusement
radiated across his face, his eyes twinkling.

“Now that’s a beautiful sound,
Grace.”

She shook her head. “It’s inappropriate to
be laughing like that at my mother’s funeral.”

“Why? Did Abigail never hear you
laugh?” He scowled. “I bet she loved hearing that sound from you,
and would love it on a day like today, of all days. You laughing,
remembering your mom for the woman you knew her as, not the one
that everyone else saw.”

Grace smiled. “Mom was a different person at home. You know, she
used to dance around the kitchen and sing. Of course, she couldn’t
carry a tune if her life depended on it, but how she loved to
sing.” Grace stared into her coffee cup, snared by the image of her
mom dancing with her dad in front of her. Grace had loved seeing
the love shine from both of them. It was like she wasn’t even there
when they were in each other’s arms. Her mom had always told
her Never pass up a chance to dance with
the man of your dreams, Gracie. It’s like heaven on
earth.

“See? Remember her for what she was to
you, Grace. Not to everyone else.” Xander took her empty cup. She
stood there watching him walk to the trash can to throw them out.
His jeans fit snugly and the muscles rippled beneath them. She
wished he had removed his jacket so she could see the rest of
him.

“You ready to get out of
here?”

“I can’t go, Xander. I need to stay
while people are here.” She shook her head slowly.

“Wait right here.” Xander wandered
off. Grace watched him corner Mrs. Smythe and speak to her. She
nodded her head and waved goodbye to Grace.

“Let’s go. You have permission from
Mrs. Smythe.”

“What did you say to her?” Grace
quizzed him.

“Just that you were tired and I was
going to make sure you got home.” Xander again placed his hand
gently under her elbow and led her from the room. Once outside,
Grace stopped and took in a deep breath.

“Thank you. I don’t know how you did
it, but thank you.”

“I did nothing. You want a ride
home?”

Grace glanced around and the only unknown
vehicle in the parking lot was a motorcycle. “On that?”

“Yeah.” Xander smiled. “I have an
extra helmet.”

“Ummm, no. I’ll walk. It was nice to
meet you though, Xander.” Grace hesitated. “Who are your parents
again?”

“I don’t believe I said.” Xander
smiled and turned towards the motorcycle. “You sure you don’t want
a ride?”

“No, thank you.”

“You’ve never ridden one before, have
you?”

Grace felt her face flush. “No.”

Xander stepped close to her. “I won’t let
anything happen to you. Let your hair down and hold on to me if
you’re scared.”

Grace met his eyes. “I’m not scared.”

“I’m thinking you are, but you
probably aren’t ‘dressed appropriately’ anyway.”

Grace’s eyes widened. Xander’s mouth
twitched as he tried to hold in the laughter. Her laughter mixed
with his as she punched him in the shoulder. “Go, wise guy.”

She turned towards home and started walking
away, thoughts running through her mind of Xander and his
motorcycle. She would love to ride with him, her arms wrapped
around his waist, head against his back. She sighed. It would never
happen. Nice girls didn’t ride motorcycles. She made a mental note
to ask Mrs. Smythe if she knew his family. Xander was a mystery,
one she hoped was just passing through town. She couldn’t afford to
be sidetracked from all she had to do now that Mom was gone.

Ever the perfectionist, Abigail had made
Grace a list of exactly what needed to be done. First, she had a
meeting with the lawyer, and then of course, Mom had insisted that
Grace move back into her childhood home. Grace shuddered at the
thought. She loved her one bedroom apartment and had no desire to
move back into the mansion that lay on 72 acres of sprawling farm
land. Her mom had always wanted horses, but before making that
decision, the cancer diagnosis had come through and everything
changed. Mom’s focus suddenly became on fighting the cancer and
putting her affairs in order. One of the things she had made Grace
promise her was that she would fill the barns with horses. Grace
had no desire to have horses and wondered how much Abigail would
haunt her if she reneged on that promise.

Grace let herself into her apartment,
leaning against the closed door. The darkness filled the room. At
that moment, Grace couldn’t find any positive elements in today or
what the next few months, let alone years, might hold for her.


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


 


 


Xander rode his motorcycle through the quiet
town. Today he had done the unimaginable and showed up at Abigail
McAllister’s funeral. His parents would be horrified when they
found out. He was headed there now. He slowed the bike as he turned
into the winding driveway that ran a mile into the property before
the Stevens’ house appeared.

For as long as he could remember, Gracie
McAllister had been the socialite of this small town. Abigail had
given her the best of everything. He had secretly wished Abigail
had been his mother growing up. He knew how she treated everyone in
town, and she was always very kind to him when their paths crossed,
even when she knew who he was. As a teenager and in his wild days,
he had been in quite a bit of trouble. Abigail had met with him
quietly one day, instructing him to get his life together and she
would do what she could to help him on that front—as long as he
never told his parents.

Xander had known only pieces of the feud
that had gone on forever between the Stevens family and the
McAllisters. He had seriously been crushing on Grace in school and
seeing her today only brought back a flood of emotions. She still
was just as beautiful as he remembered and he had to remember to
breath when he was close to her. He only knew that he was never
supposed to talk to Grace in school and his father went as far as
sending him away to prep school to ensure they stayed apart. Xander
had kept tabs on Abigail and Grace over the years. He hadn’t made
it back from college in time for Mr. McAllister’s funeral, but had
sent Abigail a letter with his condolences and his gratitude for
the kindness she had always shown him. She had sent him cards every
now and then, remembering special occasions for him – graduation
from prep school, college, and even his birthday every year.

Xander never knew why Abigail took such an
interest in him, but he was grateful for her actions. His own
mother could never remember his birthday and felt it was a sign of
weakness to acknowledge things like graduation except with some
sort of status symbol. He had received new cars for each one of his
graduations. Cars that he had sold and never driven. He preferred
the motorcycle. The feel of the road beneath him, the curves
allowing his body to be one with the bike.

Xander parked his motorcycle and hesitated
at the bottom of the front stairs. The house was cold, never exuded
warmth, even when he was young. He dreaded this reunion. He was
twenty-seven years old and still felt like a child when he came
home. He sighed and climbed the five stairs to the front door. He
rang the doorbell and wondered if Grace had to ring Abigail’s door
bell to visit. No, he could guarantee that Abigail would have gone
around back and slipped right into the kitchen, probably finding
Abigail there making cookies or something.

The door swung up and Gerard, his father’s
butler, stood there. “Greetings, Sebastian, sir.”

“Hi, Gerry.”

Gerard stepped back a step and gestured him
inside. “Please, sir, don’t call me Gerry.”

Xander smirked. “Please, sir, don’t call me
Sebastian. You know I prefer Xander.”

Gerard nodded. “Your father is in the
study.”

Xander smiled and shook his head It would
always be the same. “Thanks, Gerard.”

“Sir.” Xander didn’t know how he did
it, but Gerard disappeared without a sound, leaving Xander in the
foyer of the house. God, he hated this house and all its
grandiosity. It was all for show. This house was no more a home
than a beehive for a puppy. . He wandered down the hall to the
study and knocked quietly on the door. He almost prayed his father
wouldn’t answer.

“Enter.”

Xander pushed open the door and walked
in.

“Sebastian, I didn’t know you were
coming home.” His father rose and waited for Xander to come into
the room and sit down.

Xander slid into a chair and gestured for
his father to sit. “It was a last minute decision. I heard about
Abigail McAllister’s death and wanted to pay my respects.”

“Why? She was nothing to this
family.”

Xander sighed. “She was a kind woman who
lived in the same town you did for years. It was the right thing to
do.”

“Sebastian, I don’t need to tell you
that our family has nothing to do with the McAllisters. They were
beneath us and we really don’t need to attend those types of
functions.”

Xander stood, his fists clenched at his
sides. John Stevens could be a cold man, but even the words coming
from his mouth were nothing short of icicles. “You never change.”
Disgust exuded from his words and Xander turned towards the
door.

“Sebastian Alexander, sit down!” The
command stopped Xander in his tracks. Even as an adult, he couldn’t
deliberately disobey his father. He turned and slid back into the
chair. Stared at his father.

John pushed back in his chair, tapping his
fingers together. “What is it you are really doing here?”

Xander shook his head. “I told you. I came
to pay respect to Grace regarding his mother’s death.”

“You have always been told to stay
away from that girl.”

“And you sent me away to ensure it,
didn’t you?”

“I sent you away to the best prep
school there was so you could have a proper education. Nothing more
than that.”

“Yeah, right.” Xander stood. “I really
would like to say hello to Mother.”

John gestured, dismissing him. “She’s
probably out in the garden.”

Xander wandered into the kitchen as he
headed to the back gardens. Stopping just inside the kitchen door,
he closed his eyes. The smell of fresh baked bread and yeast
assaulted his senses. He could pick out the distinct aroma of
garlic coming from the oven. The smells awakened his senses
bringing him back to a time in his life where the kitchen was the
middle of his comfort zone.

“Now, Xander, my boy, you better come
right over here and give me a hug.” Hattie’s voice brought back
memories of his favorite place in this house. The round woman
gestured him closer. Her ample size ready to be engulfed into a
bear hug.

He pulled Hattie into a hug. Hattie, the
cook, had always been his favorite. She had mothered him when he
was sick, given him a place to hide when he couldn’t stand the
coldness of the house and gave him more support than he could ever
remember anyone else giving, although Abigail McAllister had been a
close second.

“Whatcha doing home, child?” Hattie
waved her hand for him to sit on a stool while she went back to
mixing whatever sweet she had started.

“I went to Abigail McAllister’s
funeral today.”

“Good for you, honey. That woman loved
you.”

Xander’s face lit up. “How do you know that,
Hattie?”

“Child, I would spend my day off over
at Ms. Abigail’s home. She was so good to me. I kept her updated on
what you were doing. She was always so concerned that your father
tried to keep you from her Gracie.”

“Why? Why couldn’t I be friends with
Grace?”

Hattie shook her head. “I don’t know the
whole story. All I know is…” The back door opened and in stepped
Elizabeth Stevens. She was the picture of perfection as she glided
into the room.

“Sebastian.” She pulled him into a
quick hug before smoothing her perfect dress and her hair. She gave
an unconscious shake to rid herself of the repulsed
contact.

“Mother.” Xander had a soft spot for
his mother, even if she was not the warm, affectionate mother he
had always wanted, but that’s where Hattie had come in. He supposed
he was fortunate to have a mother and a cook who acted like his
mother.

“How long are you staying?” Elizabeth
laid six long-stemmed roses on the counter, which Hattie
immediately picked up to fuss with. “Those are for the foyer,
Hattie.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I’ll probably leave tonight, mother.
Father doesn’t seem all that thrilled that I am here.”

“Nonsense. You know your father. You
are welcome anytime. Please stay at least until tomorrow. We
haven’t talked in so long.”

“I can stay the night, but just so you
know, I came for Abigail McAllister’s funeral.”

Elizabeth’s face immediately turned stone
cold. “You didn’t tell your father that?”

Xander stared at her. “Of course I did.”

“Why, Sebastian? Why do you have to
agitate him so?”

“I went because it is the right thing
to do, not to cause you or Father any discomfort.”

Elizabeth smiled too brightly. “Dear, it’s
okay. I know you have a heart that sometimes is too kind to the
undeserving. You just haven’t learned when to keep those things
quiet yet.”

“I have nothing to keep quiet, Mother.
What are you afraid of?”

Elizabeth shook her head. “What time is
dinner served, Hattie?”

“Six, like usual, ma’am.” Hattie
busied herself with arranging the flowers.

“Fine. I will see you then, Sebastian.
And no talk of this funeral at dinner.” Elizabeth fled the
room.

Hattie patted him on the shoulder. “Child,
some things never change.”

“I still want to talk to you, Hattie,
about this stupid feud.”

Hattie waved her hand. “You need to go now.
I have to finish dinner. We’ll talk later.”

Xander sighed as he wandered out into the
back yard. He sat down at the patio table and took in the scenery.
The acres behind the house sprawled out before him. He couldn’t
remember a time when the lawns weren’t perfectly manicured and the
hedges immaculately shaped. His own reality right here was that
this was the perfect home and he was the rebel child who was sent
away to avoid causing a blemish in this family.

At the end of the property, although not
quite visible from the house, stood an old cottage that Hattie had
occupied since she was brought on as a cook. Xander had spent many
evenings down there watching TV with her, eating popcorn. Hattie
had encouraged him to be free with his thoughts and to make
decisions based on his wants and needs, not those of his father’s.
Xander had thanked her by never mentioning to his parents where he
came up with the idea he could express his thoughts. In some
aspects, being sent away from home was the best thing that had
happened to Xander.

He had been able to pursue his own dreams.
His father insisted he get a law degree. Xander had changed his
major to marketing, graduating top of his class. His father
threatened to cut him off for that change, but for once Elizabeth
had stood up to her husband and begged John to be lenient with
their son. Xander had spent the last four years doing freelance
marketing work, allowing him to move from place to place, never
settling. He kept his bad boy image, and in fact, thrived on
it.

His father would be horrified to know about
the tattoo on Xander’s shoulder, a lion that reminded him of the
strength he had come to find in himself. He glanced at his watch.
Five o’clock. He had an hour until dinner. Not time enough to go
check on Grace. How he wanted to see her again. He had been itching
to pull that hair out of that blasted bun since the funeral. When
he had told her to let her hair down, he had definitely meant
literally, along with figuratively.

Xander moved from the table to a lounge
chair next to the pool. He slipped off his leather jacket and lay
back. His sunglasses in place, he closed his eyes and felt the
tension leave his body. The sun warmed him, and he felt tempted to
take off his T-shirt. He smiled. Grace would have been shocked if
he had taken off his jacket at the funeral and showed the tight
fitting shirt. He wondered how she felt about tattoos. Had she ever
wanted to cut loose and rebel against the expectations set so high
for her?

Expectations. He hated that word. It
suffocated him.
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Grace slipped into her yoga pants and a tank
top. Pouring herself a glass of wine, she wandered out to her
balcony. The lights remained off in her apartment. The sun had just
started to go down over the horizon. She looked up and lifted her
glass in silent salute to her mom. The Abigail she had known and
loved hadn’t been the same one she took care of the past couple of
years.

Abigail had become a shell of a person Grace
had known as the cancer ate away at her. She continued to love
music, but the dancing had ceased. Grace had watched her mother
slip away little by little. If the truth was told, Grace had been
grieving her mother’s loss for the two years prior to her actual
death. Xander had been right. She needed to remember her for who
she had been, not the person Abigail portrayed to others. The real
Abigail– the one that hurt more deeply, yet never showed her tears;
the woman who put everyone ahead of herself, but would be in need
and never tell a soul. Grace had learned all the lessons she had
been taught about never letting anyone see your
vulnerabilities.

So Grace sat in the shadow of her balcony,
drinking wine, tears coursing down her face as she remembered her
mom. The physical pain ran deep and she cried at all she had lost,
and for the unknown future, unsure of what she should be doing now.
Her mother had been her rock, her encourager and biggest fan. No
matter what Grace did, her mother showered her with love. Grace
knew that not everyone had a childhood like that.

She thought about all the townspeople that
had showed up for the funeral. One dominating family stood out as
being absent. She had heard stories of the Stevens family right
here in town. Although she never met them, they were known for
hating everyone and for some reason, hating her mother most of all.
Grace never knew the reason and Abigail never talked about it.
Abigail simply said some people get consumed by hate and can’t find
their way to be good people.

After the first glass of wine was gone,
Grace brought the bottle out to the balcony with her. What was the
point of having to get up to keep filling it? Tonight she was
indulgent and tomorrow she would put on her “good girl” persona and
do the right thing for all to see.

Her doorbell rang just as the sky had become
dark. Grace startled at the sudden intrusion into her quietness.
She contemplated not answering. Hadn’t the townspeople had their
fill of her today? As the doorbell rang a second time, Grace cursed
silently and made her way to the door.

With a deep breath, she slowly opened the
door.

“Hey. Figured you hadn’t eaten so I
brought dinner.”

Grace blinked her eyes. Three glasses of
wine and she suddenly started hallucinating. Xander stood at her
door! She gripped the handle tighter, hoping for a brief moment he
would go away before stepping back allowing him access.

Xander stepped inside and handed her a
covered dish. “It’s still warm, so go grab a fork and start
eating.”

“What?” Grace, realizing this wasn’t a
dream, glanced from the dish in her hand to Xander.

“Did I wake you?”

“No. I was sitting on the balcony.”
Grace pointed and then glanced down at the plate in her hand again.
The aroma teased her and her stomach rumbled in response. “Oh, my.
I guess I am hungry.”

Xander chuckled. “Come on. Go back out on
the balcony and I’ll get you a fork.”

Grace allowed herself to be pushed towards
the balcony as Xander headed towards her kitchen. She sat down at
the small bistro sized table, her wine glass and bottle still
there.

“Here.” Xander set the fork down in
front of her.

She dug in with gusto, the mashed potato and
pot roast with carrots and onions hitting the spot. This was
comfort food. “Why?” She asked between bites.

“Why what? Bring you food?” Xander
watched her, amused as she nodded. “I just figured you might be
hungry, and I wanted to see you again.”

Grace paused. She laid her fork down and sat
back. “You wanted to see me again?”

Xander met her stare. “Of course. Love your
hair down, by the way.”

Grace self-consciously grabbed the ends of
her hair and attempted to twist it back into a bun.

“Please, leave it down. It suits
you.”

She felt herself blush as she continued to
eat. “So tell me about yourself.”

Xander shrugged. “Nothing to tell,
really.”

“Who are you? How did you know my
mom?”

Xander paused. “I met her years ago as a
child. She was kind to me and I never forgot it. I’ve lived away
for years now.”

“You grew up here?” Grace pushed the
plate away and refilled her wine glass. “Do you want some? I’m
sorry, I don’t have anything else.”

“No, I’m good.” Xander shook his head
slowly. “I did grow up here.”

“Why don’t I remember you? We must
have gone to school together.”

“No, I want to private schools.”
Xander cleared his throat. “So what’s next on the agenda for
you?”

“You don’t like talking about
yourself, huh?” Grace sipped her wine. “Okay, but we’re going to
finish this conversation at some point. I’m a teacher, second
grade. I love those kids so much. It makes me feel like I’m doing
something worthwhile.”

Grace talked nonstop for the next couple of
hours about her work and her mother’s influence on her wanting to
be a teacher. She suddenly stopped and glanced into the darkness
realizing how freely she had chatted after so much wine. “I’ve
talked your ear off. You probably have someplace to be.”

“I’ve enjoyed it. I probably should
leave you now, but would love to see you again before I head out of
town.”

Grace stood. “I don’t know.”

Xander ran his finger around a ringlet
framing her face. “Let me take you for that motorcycle ride.”

Grace stood still. Heat coursed through her.
She wanted to, wanted to so much. “I don’t know.”

“You said that before. Come on, Grace,
let me show you how much fun letting your hair down can be.” Xander
leaned towards her. “You don’t always need to be the good girl. Cut
loose.”

His lips were close to hers and Grace wanted
to taste them. She wanted to run her tongue along his. She closed
her eyes. She had never felt this way before about anyone.

“Say yes, Grace.”

She opened her eyes. The lump in her throat
stopped any words from coming out so she simply nodded.

Xander smiled and stepped back, his fingers
leaving her hair. She suddenly felt cooler and longed for that heat
again. “Tomorrow morning. I’ll pick you up at ten. We’ll get out of
town and go for lunch up the coast.”

She nodded again as she followed him to the
door. He turned towards her and brushed a kiss against her cheek.
“Wear jeans, sneakers and bring a light jacket.”

He was gone before she could respond. Grace
leaned against the door. She had just agreed to go on a motorcycle.
She
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